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For the last six years, planners in Wil-
mington have been playing an important role in
fostering public/private partnerships. Their
efforts have led to the creation of new small
businesses, additional housing, office space,
and improved port facilities. Planners have
been active in creating a climate for develop-
ment, balancing multiple objectives, and nego-
tiating between public and private interests.
Because of these efforts, planners in an aging
and culturally diverse city of 70,000 have be-
come actively involved in the actual implementa-
tion of development.
CREATING THE ENVIRONMENT
Within the context of a region or a state,
there are localities perceived as dynamic. It
is no coincidence that public/private ventures
often occur in these localities, and planners
can have important roles to play in creating a
dynamic climate for development. For planners
in Wilmington, such roles include:
Information agents - Planners in Wilmington
have compiled fact sheets that deal with
most aspects of marketing housing and other
development. In addition, pedestrian sur-
veys are conducted annually to assist in
retail marketing of the downtown area.
Comparisons are made between the city and
other regions that show the strengths of
the city, and economic development and
housing newsletters are sent out to all
businesses, realtors, and banks that publi-
cize events in the city.
Also, periodic studies are undertaken to
show the possibilities for innovative re-
use, alternative use, or mixed use of va-
cant or marginally used buildings or sites.
These studies also show whether markets ex-
ist to support these possibilities. Such
studies can serve as the basis for inducing
the private sector into some sort of part-
nership for development.
Developers of "exciting" strategies - The
city has created concept plans that high-
light what could happen in Wilmington. The
main plan is a new river-to-river strategy
that links the railroad station and the
riverfront at the southern end of the city
to a historic village in the northern edge
of the downtown. Gateways have been desig-
nated at each end of this plan, and new de-
velopment is occurring that lends credence
to the gateway concept. In addition, ar-
chitectural renderings of the gateways and
their links with downtown were used as
selling tools to convince the private sec-
tor that it should be a part of these new
developments
.
Partnership seekers - Planners in Wilming-
ton have sought several types of partner-
ships. The city/federal partnership is one
that occurs through participation in feder-
al programs , such as the Urban Development
Action Grant program. But beyond this
partnership, the city has developed an ac-
tive working partnership with the state.
The state has made significant contribu-
tions in terms of capital dollars and has
changed the tax structure. In connection
with the gateways mentioned earlier, the
state has formed two development corpora-
tions with the city. Another type of part-
nership is that between the city and the
private sector. Through the use of devel-
opment corporations, the private sector has
been involved in both the problems and the
opportunities of Wilmington.
DEFINING AND BALANCING PUBLIC INTERESTS
At the same time that planners encourage
partnerships, they are often responsible for
regulating some aspect of development. The key
is to arrive at a balanced set of roles that may
include encouraging development , maintaining the
quality of the environment, insuring due pro-
cess, and providing citizen access to the pro-
cess. In Wilmington, planners balance these
seemingly competing roles in several ways:
Zoning - Many projects require controver-
sial rezoning. In an effort to deal with
this problem, Wilmington has designed an
innovative mixed use zoning system for the
riverfront. It stresses performance in-
stead of absolutes, and allows the balanc-
ing of conflicting objectives through nego-
tiation.
Design review - Wilmington's Citizen Com-
mission regulates the design of develop-
ments in historic districts, downtown, and
Larry Liggett is the assistant director of
Wilmington's Office of Planning.
Winter 1982, vol.8, no.
2
1View /rom sowtfo of downtown Wilmington.
along some major entrances to the city.
Planners, on the other hand, must deal with
questions of economic feasibility, techni-
cal feasibility (for example, how to pro-
tect historic buildings) , and compatibil-
ity. The subtle art of negotiating with
applicants, commission members, and citi-
zens can bring more results in these situa-
tions than will confrontation or issuing
ultimatums.
Environmental review - Projects using fed-
eral funds require an environmental assess-
ment, which frequently raises questions
about historic preservation. Planners of-
ten have to address the historic signifi-
cance of properties, as well as the impact
of new developments on adjacent historic
buildings. Failure to do so may stall the
project until these issues are resolved.
Although regulations can be viewed negatively,
it helps to have expeditious review procedures,
clear standards, accessibility, and flexibility
in meeting multiple objectives for development.
WILMINGTON'S EFFORT TO RETAIN A MAJOR EMPLOYER
The many roles played by planners in the
development process are best illustrated by the
planning efforts associated with the potential
loss of a major downtown employer. In the late
seventies, Hercules Incorporated, a chemical
company with 1300 employees, decided to leave
downtown Wilmington. Extensive efforts by plan-
ners and others led to a reversal of this deci-
sion. Major reasons for the success of these ef-
forts include:
Change in tax environment
-Delaware , with
no sales tax, had what many considered an
onerous personal income tax that made it
difficult to retain technical and manage-
rial staff. Planners and others completed
comparison studies that led to changes in
the tax structure.
New building location - Hercules had con-
cerns about whether their new corporate
image could fit in the largely developed
central core of the downtown. The company
already had a suburban country club and re-
search center with enough land for a new
building. Planning staff developed data to
compare the suburban site with ten alter-
native downtown sites, and visual render-
ings of the potential sites were prepared.
Hercules was convinced to change its deci-
sion about leaving the downtown area, and
the company selected a vacant parcel on the
edge of the CBD as the only feasible site
for the proposed 500,000 square foot build-
ing. This site was between a neighborhood
undergoing reinvestment and another neigh-
borhood of low-income minority residents.
However, Hercules added several stipula-
tions. First, construction had to begin
within six months, and second, the city had
to reduce the $30 million construction cost
differential between the suburban site and
the city site.
Environmental assessment - Although the
site was vacant, officials realized that
the neighborhoods would be very concerned
about CBD sprawl, design issues, and in-
creased gentrification. Officials immedi-
ately announced the location decision to
the neighborhoods and offered to discuss
the project with residents. The neighbor-
hoods in turn announced the creation of a
consortium to deal with these issues.
Planners were assigned to work with the
residents.
Financial packaging - To retain Hercules,
the $30 million dollar gap had to be
bridged. City officials determined through
lengthy meetings with federal officials
that a $16 million UDAG loan for Hercules
was feasible, and that a $1.5 million EDA
grant was not out of the question for the
$12 million parking garage necessary for
the project.
Successful negotiating - Major negotiations
were required in order to submit the feder-
al grant applications in under two months.
• Land acquisition. The land was owned
by the city's largest corporation, a
competitor of Hercules. The corporation
agreed to sell it to the city at ap-
praised value.
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